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What You Assess 
May Not Be What You Get 
Thomas R. Guskey 
Performance-based assessments may not bring 
significant change in instructional practice unless 
teachers are provided requisite time and training. 
Few innovations in education have caught on as quickly as pelfor-mance-based assessment. Nearly every current reform initiative includes a provision to assess 
tudent ' performance on complex 
learning ta ks. 
The ta ks specified include essays, 
demonstrations, computer simulation , 
performance events, portfolios of 
students· work, and open-ended ques-
tions and problems. Collectively, these 
measures are referred to as authentic 
as e sments becau e they are valuable 
activities in themselves and involve 
the performance of tasks that are 
directly re lated to real-world problems 
(Linn et al. 199 1). 
1\vo major factors have intensified 
the interest in performance-based 
assessment. First, advances in cogni-
tive science (see, for example, Resnick 
1985 and 1987, or Shuell 1986) have 
compelled educator to acknowledge 
how complex learning is and how 
di verse are the means needed to assess 
learning fu lly and fairly. 
Second, many educators have recog-
nized the limitations of assessment 
systems that have relied on multiple-
choice. standardized achievement tests. 
Researcher have found that such 
systems, especially those used to 
ensure accountability, encourage 
teachers to skew their instruction to the 
basic skil ls asse sed in the te ts (Hala-
dyna et al. 199 1, Shephard I 990). A a 
re ult. the curriculum narrows and the 
val idity of information gathered from 
the tests diminishe (Mehrens and 
Kaminski 1989. Shephard 1989). 
These two effects are commonly 
amplified in school erving at-risk and 
disadvantaged students because such 
schools are under great pressu re to 
show improvement in test scores 
(Herman 1992). 
Advocates of new performance-
based assessments believe that if 
teacher are going to teach to tests, the 
tests (or other form of assessment) 
should be worlh teaching to. Then. 
reformer hope, first-rate tests wi ll 
call forth fir t-rate insu·uction. For 
example. assessment devices that tap 
higher-order thinking ki lls will elicit 
instructional practices that emphasize 
and develop higher-order thinking 
skiJJs. An added benefit is that the 
performance-based assessments are 
likely to become an integral pa1t of 
the instructional process, rather than 
a separate, after-the-fact check on 
student learning (Wiggins 1989a). 
The distinction between in truction 
and asse sment would thus become 
"seamless." 
Some educators have carried this 
vision a step farther. suggesting that 
authentic, performance-based a se s-
ment could actually drive instruc-
tional improvemems (McLaughlin 
J 991). This approach is called 
measurement-driven instruction, 
or MDL (Popham 1987, Popham 
et al. 1985). 1 
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Reform In Kentucky 
Kentucky recemly enacted reform 
legislation that takes the measure-
ment-driven instruction approach. The 
new law, the Kentucky Education 
Reform Act (KERA), i one of the 
most comprehen~ive pieces of educa-
tional reform legislation ever enacted 
in the United State . It addresses 
administrat ion, governance and 
finance, school organization, profes-
sional development, curriculum, 
assessment, and accountability. 
A significant component of KERA 
is a tudent asses ment program called 
the Kentucky Instructional Results 
Information System. KIRIS i a multi-
faceted program that evaluates: 
• portfolios of students' work in 
writing and mathematics: 
• students' achievemem on "perfor-
mance events" in the areas of mathe-
matics. science, social studies, art and 
humanities, and vocational educa-
tion/practical living: and 
• student ' scores on ''transitional 
tests," which inc lude both multiple-
choice and open-ended items imi lar 
to those in National Assessment of 
Educational Progress te ts. Transi-
tional test asses~ performance in 
reading, writing, mathematics. 
science, social . tudies, arts and 
humanities. and vocational educa-
tion/practical living. 
KJRIS is a high-srakes assc&.'>ment 
program. That means that results from 
the assessments wi ll be used to grant 
financial rewards to schools that 
improve significantly and to levy 
sanctions against schools that fail to 
show progress (Foster 199 1 ). The 
high-stake nature of the a sessment 
program is what makes KERA a 
measurement-driven reform effort 
(Guskey 1994). 
KERA and KIRIS are particularly 
interesting to educators and policy-
makers for two important rea ons. 
Fir. L although KERA is not the first 
refonn effort to include a comprehen-
sive assessment system , it is the first 
LObe dri ven by assessments that are 
primarily petjormance-based. Second, 
KERA i the first tatewide reform 
effort with high-stakes performance-
based assessments. 
High-stakes asses ment it elf is not 
new to Kentucky educators. During 
the 1980 , results from the administra-
tion of a statewide test known as the 
Kentucky Essential Skill Test 
(KEST) were used to rank school 
districts throughout the Common-
wealth and to dispense rewards and 
sanctions (Guskey and Kifer 1990). 
KIRIS is a harp departure from 
KEST. however, in that KEST was 
compoi>ed enlirely of multiple-choice 
items designed to as ess basic skills. 
The Vitali Study 
The implementation of these two 
conceptually different high-stakes 
statewide assessment programs, both 
used within a I 0-year period, 
presented an excellent opportunity to 
compare the impact of each program. 
One of my doctoral students. Gary 
Vitali, recently set out to determine the 
impact of uch assessment ystems on 
teacher. ' instructional practices. 
Vitali's study involved extensive 
teacher interview. , several teacher 
questionnaires, and classroom obser-
vations (Vitali 1993). The tindings 
offer new insights into the complexi-
ties of measurement-driven refo•m 
and also challenge the notion that 
what you test is invariably what you 
get in the classroom. 
Vitali's findings support those of 
other researchers who have found that 
multiple-choice, standardized achieve-
ment measures employed for account-
ability purposes do focus instmction 
on the content of the test·. Most 
teachers narrow the cun·iculum and 
focu instruction on basic skills. They 
do so, Vitali found. because they want 
their students to do well on the tests, 
whether or not the teachers believe 
that the content and skill being 
measured are important. He also 
di covered that most teachers think 
teaching to standardized tests is fairly 
easy to do. After all, narrowing 
instruction ii> easier than broadening it, 
and most teachers reported that their 
instructional materials arc generally 
aligned with a basic-ski Il l> orientation. 
The performance-based assessment 
program, on the other hand. resulted in 
only modest changes in teachers' 
instructionaJ practices. A few teachers 
who recognized that most of the 
performance tasks and portfolio 
entries required tudents to do orne 
writi ng did respond by incorporating 
additionaJ writing acti~itie in their 
daily lessons and in classroom assess-
ments. For the vast majority of 
reacher~. though, lesson plans, class-
room activitie~. and evaluations of I EDOCATIONAC LeAD"'"" 
--------------------------------------------------~------------------
•' .. 
student learni ng remained unchanged. 
This finding was all the more 
surprisi ng in view of teachers' positive 
attitudes toward performance-based 
assessments. Teachers regarded these 
more broadly based assessments as 
better measures of student learning 
than multiple-choice, standardized 
achievement tests. 
In interviews and questionnaires, 
Vitali sought to determine why 
teachers did not make more signifi.cant 
adaptations, especially considering the 
high-stakes nature of the Kentucky 
asses 'ment program. He di covered 
that, simply put, teachers did not know 
how to teach to the performance-based 
assessments, nor did they believe that 
they could do so wid1in their current 
time constraints. 
Although most teachers said they 
felt "under the gun" to adapt instruc-
tional practices to the performance-
based assessments, the 
discovered that. in general, teachers 
were ill-prepared to adapt their 
instructional practices to the new 
demands of a more authentic, perfor-
mance-based assessment program. 
Most teachers bad scant knowledge, 
personal background, experiences, or 
formal training with the various types 
of performance-based assessments or 
ways to use them as instructional 
tools. The only trai ning that most 
teachers had received was scattered, 
one-day taff development workshops. 
The lack of personal experience and 
professional training in instructional 
techniques that might help students 
prepare for performance-based assess-
ments was a widespread problem that 
seemed to affect both elementary and 
secondary teachers. Many respondents 
also stressed that the lack of appro-
priate teaching materials was a 
problem. 
instructional patterns that d1ey had 
before the new assessment system. 
Thus Vitali concluded that "what you 
test may not be what you get" when 
performance-based assessments are 
the primary testing too.l and teachers 
have neither adequate time nor suffi-
cient training to teach to the test. 
Accountability Won't Ensure Success 
Al.though the Vitali study has limita-
tions and its findi_ngs will requi1·e 
confirmation and elaboration by other 
researchers, the results clearly indicate 
that instituting a high-stakes, perfor-
mance-based assessment program, 
even one as thoughtfully designed and 
as carefully implemented as 
Kentucky's KIRIS program, is not 
enough to bring about significant 
change in the instructional practices of 
most teachers. Adapting instructional 
practices to performance-based assess-
transition seemed insur-
mountable because it 
required professional 
training and time the 
teachers did not have. 
The need for training 
seemed especially critical 
since the realignment 
would involve an expan-
sion bod1 of what is taught 
(curriculum) and how it is 
Bridging the chasm between authentic 
assessment and authentic classroom practice 
will demand a substantial amount of additional 
time, resources, and training opportunities. 
taught (methods). 
The teachers ' perceptions were 
borne out. Although Vitali found the 
vast majority of teachers to be dedi-
cated, hard-working individuals who 
want their sn•dents to do well, he also 
Teachers perceived two general 
types of time pressures. First, teachers 
reported that they were being required 
to do more and teach more, without 
any increase in the amount of time 
allowed for planning or instruction. 
(Secondary teachers mentioned this 
obstacle more often, possibly because 
they have traditionally been more 
content-oriented and thus see perfor-
mance-based assessments as a more 
drastic change than do ski lis-oriented 
elementary teachers.) Second, most 
teachers believed that performance-
based assessments would requi1·e a lot 
more time to administer and score. 
These perceptions of little time and 
lots of extra work, combined with 
inadequate experience, training, and 
materials, appeared to keep most 
teachers frozen in virtually the same 
ments, the study shows, is a much 
more complex process than many 
advocates of measurement-driven 
instruction assume. Bridging the 
chasm between authentic assessment 
and authentic classroom practice will 
require weB-designed assessments, but 
it will also demand a ubstantial 
amount of additional time, resources, 
and training oppOitunities. 
If a performance-based assessment 
program is to evoke more stimulating, 
intellectually challenging tasks for 
students, extensive professional devel-
opment opportunities for teachers will 
need to accompany the assessment 
program. These opportunities could 
offer ideas on how to design activities 
that promote authentic learning, 
suggest instructional materials that 
involve students in high-level 
MARCI·I 1994 
processes, and recommend classroom 
assessment designs that are more 
performance-based (Stiggins 1987). 
Adequate u·eatment of these topics 
will certai nly require more extensive 
time commitments than a one-day 
in ·ervice program. Further, because 
the challenge involves the expansion 
of teachers' expertise and instructional 
repertoires, regul ar follow-up and 
continuous support will also be impor-
tant factors (Guskey 199 I). 
Thus the lesson from Vitali's study 
is c lear. Performance-based assess-
ments. by themselves. appear to be 
insufficient to bring about ignificant 
change in the instructional practices of 
most classroom teachers, and without 
change in in tructional practice, 
improvement in student learning 
cannot be expected. On the other 
hand, combining authentic, perfor-
mance-based assessments with high-
quality professional development 
opportunities to help teachers align 
instruction with improved assessments 
will make significant advances in 
student learning much more likely. • 
'Some critics, li ke Airasian (1988) and 
Worthen (1993). have expressed reserva-
tions about MDI. and Cizek ( 1991. 1993) 
and Mathison ( 1990) are among those who 
view the approach as unethical. Even so. 
proponents of performance-based assess-
ments argue that they are more like ly to 
engage students in complex intellectual 
challenges than are !.he uninspired teaching 
practices-so common today- that 
promote only memorization of unrelated 
bits of information (Wiggins 1989b). 
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